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ANALYSIS. 


THE WITNESS OF THE APOSTLES. 


THE CHRISTIAN FAITH IS VERIFIED IN 
EXPERIENCE, 


Ll. The present situation and its difficulties. 
(2) Sceptical questions to be expected. 
(2) They will lead to fuller truth. 
(3) ro Tédos €oriv od years adda mpakis. 
IT. Some truths must here be taken as already granted. 
(1) Our own existence. 
(2) The existence of a God of power and wisdom. 
(3) That this God is good. 
III. Jesus Christ has been found in experience to be a way 
to God. 
(1) His words. 
(2) His character and personality. 
(3) God is revealed to us in Him. 
IV. The effects of fatth in Him. 
(2) On the stage of history, early Church, the needs 
of the human heart, modern missions. 
(2) Individuals, eg. S. Polycarp, S. Augustine, 
Thomas a Kempis. 
V, This experience is a valid proof of the truths on 
which tt ts based. 
(1) Experience ts the only tribunal for the testing of 
any truth. | 
(2) The experience must be the normal widespread 
experience of the best Christian Consciousness. 
CONCLUSION. —The Christian Faith ts congruous with the 
deepest convictions and best experience of mankind. 
Follow this and you will come to know. 


FOREWORD. 


Tuis sermon is the result of a useful experi- 
ment. The Chancellor of the Diocese of 
Liverpool, who, for some years, has taken the 
keenest interest in the intellectual well-being 
of the clergy, offered a series of generous prizes 
for a sermon on a subject which he himself 
selected. He even took the trouble of naming 
the best books of reference to be consulted. 
Two judges were appointed outside the Diocese 
whose high reputation for learning and imparti- 
ality commanded universal confidence. Of 
the sermons submitted to them the one by 
Canon Mitchell was awarded the prize. The 
sermon itself and its references are a striking 
evidence of the ability of our parochial clergy, 
pressed, especially as they are in the North, 
with the burden of large and heavy parishes, 
to read and think for themselves on some of 
the theological questions of the day, and to 
lay before their people the result of their 
reading and thought in terms which are intel- 
ligible and helpful. 


F. J., LrverpPoot. 
Vv 


THE VERIFICATION OF CHRIS- 
PiEAN PATT HIN EXPERIENCE. 


Lord, to whom shall we go? Thou hast the words of 
eternal life.—John v1. 68. 


Just a little before this the people were hailing 
Jesus as the prophet foretold of old (John v1. 
Peeps & 21-25; vit; Deut. xvi -18). 
They wished perforce to make Him a King. 
Now they are murmuring and complaining. 
He had told them of the bread of life, and 
many, even of His followers, said His speech 
(VI 60, 6 A\dyos obros) was harsh (o«dnpos) and 
intolerable. They go home (eis 7a é7tow) and 
forsake Him. Jesus therefore puts the sad 
wistful question to the twelve, “Surely ye also 
will not go away?” Simon Peter, true to his 
character as we find it in all the Gospels,’ 
makes answer, “ Lord, to whom shall we go 
away? Thou hast words which bring’ eternal 
life, and we have believed and have come to 
know that Thou art the Holy One of God” 
(ss BCDL). 
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There might be much about which they 
were in doubt, but certain convictions had 
gradually been formed. There were some 
great central truths of which they had grown 
certain, as they lived in the company of 
Jesus, and heard His teaching, and learned 
to understand something of His character. 
He had touched their hearts and enlightened 
their understandings as no other teacher had 
ever done; as no other, they were sure, ever 
could do. Even the Baptist, whose fiery 
words had stirred the slumbering conscience 
of the nation, seemed in comparison with Him 
but as the morning star heralding the dawn. 
Jesus had awakened within them a higher self. 
He showed them a new way of life and hope. 
He brought God near to men. He enabled 
them to look up to the Father above in confident 
trust and love. They had found in their own 
experience that this teaching was bringing 
them into a new relationship with God, and 
into living touch with eternal realities. 

And they had found too that this Teacher 
was something even greater than His teach- 
ing. ‘They had lived with Him in familiar 
intercourse. They had seen Him _ hungry, 
weary, thirsty, sad, indignant, but through it 
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all they had felt the presence of something 
majestic and sublime. They had learned to 
trust Him utterly, and had grown confident 
that He was the Holy One of God. - 

Surely S. Peter’s words come home to our- 
selves. We live in a time of great mental 
activity, and our outlook necessarily differs 
in many ways from that of our forefathers. 
Much that was formerly accepted is now 
questioned, and the Christian faith seems full 
of hard sayings. | 

There is perplexity and unsettlement. 

Natural science is continually advancing, and 
our conceptions of the Universe are gradually 
transformed and enlarged. | 

The way in which the books of the Bible 
came to be written and handed down has been 
studied more carefully than ever before, and 
many of the old views about inspiration have 
been found inadequate or misleading. 

Questions are being asked as to the fact 
of revelation, as to the character and meaning 
of the Resurrection,’ as to the evidence for 
miracles, and as to whether those recorded in 
the New Testament are credible. 

Nor, of course, do people stop there. ‘They 
ask whether any intelligible meaning can be 
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attached to the statement that Jesus Christ is 
Divine, whether we are to accept or reject His 
moral teaching, whether or not there is a 
future life, and whether or not we can know 
anything about God at all. 

Now there is no reason to be sorry that 
such questions should be raised.* We have 
not only the right to ask such questions, but 
many of us*® cannot help doing so. We 
must seek for truth, and we must go on seek- 
ing it till we find it. But this search for truth 
is not an amusing game or a gamble with 
penny stakes. It is terrible earnest. We 
must decide, we are in fact deciding day by 
day by our actions, what we will live by and 
what we will die by. The day of judgment, 
however we understand the phrase, will not 
be “a pretty sight”. Doubt is not something 
to be proud of. It is an enemy to be fought, 
or a trial to be endured, or a discipline to be 
gravely faced. Some of the noblest souls live 
so near to God and have such a clear vision 
of Him that they can hardly doubt.’ Let us 
see to it that we never make doubts an excuse 
for carelessness or a pretext for sin. 

Nor need we be too much afraid of these 
questions.* What is true is safe. The truth 
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itself will not suffer, but sooner or later the 
error which is mixed with the truth will be 
purged away. 

A religious man must honestly face the 
facts of nature or history or criticism, because 
all truth comes from God, and God teaches us 
in many ways. We should indeed be slow to 
surrender any belief which we have once seen 
good reason to hold as true until we see it 
begin to pass into some larger and deeper 
truth. In any case we may feel sure that 
anything which is true will sooner or later be 
reconciled with all other truths, even though 
we cannot as yet quite understand how. 

For instance, last century, when the doctrine 
of evolution was brought into prominence, 
many religious people were afraid that God 
was being put a long way off, and_ that 
Creation by Him was being denied. Now 
we can see that evolution isa part of God’s 
method in creation, and that, instead of put- 
ting Him far off, it brings Him very near and 
shows Him now at work sustaining and guid- 
ing all.” 

Or again with regard to the Old Testament. 
People were at first very much afraid when 
many of the books were shown to be of 


12 Verification of Christian Faith in Experience 


composite authorship and of date different to 
what had been supposed. They can now see 
that the Bible has been brought nearer to us, 
made more intelligible, and filled full of human 
interest. The gain has been greater than 
the loss. 

What we require then is truth by which to 
live. We are like mariners sailing over the 
sea of life.” Many have lost their bearings 
and are ready to tear up the chart. 

Can we find something which will satisfy 
our rational and moral nature and prove in 
experience a power of new and higher life? 
What ought we to take as the guiding 
principle of our life? This is not a mere 
speculative question. It is of the utmost 
importance and intensely practical. We wish, 
if possible, to gain both the purest truth and the 
greatest certainty. And that truth is at hand, 
if we really desire it. We can find it where 
Peter found it, in Jesus Christ and His teach- 
ing; and we can find it in the way Peter 
found it. It will not be proved as a propo- 
sition of Euclid is proved, where the con- 
clusion can be demonstratively shown to follow 
necessarily from the premises." In this case 
there are many converging lines of evidence,” 
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and one of the main lines of evidence is that 
Christ and this teaching are found to be a 
power which imparts a new and higher life. 

Now if we once begin to doubt, our doubts 
may go avery long way, and we may doubt 
almost everything. It is important therefore 
to inquire what we can take for granted, 
so as to find firm footing. There must be 
something from which to start and about 
which we are all agreed. 

Now I think each one is at least certain 
of his own existence.” 

And we are equally certain of a world™ to 
which we somehow belong and to which we 
are related. In this world we find order and 
regularity. We can understand it in the same 
kind of way in which we can understand the 
meaning of a book. We can even to some 
extent foretell what will happen. A world 
which is intelligible must be the work of an 
intelligence, and so great an effect is plainly 
the expression of a power. There is mind 
and will behind nature, and that mind and 
will we call God. 

But there is something else of which most 
of us are quite certain, and that is the dis- 
tinction between right and wrong.” I do not 
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of course mean that it is always easy, in each 
individual case, to distinguish between the 
right and the wrong course, or that the moral 
faculty is not capable of and in need of train- 
ing, but I do mean that we have an intuitive 
power of perceiving moral ideals. The ideals 
are self-evident. They are not mere ideas 
which we hold, or preferences and _ tastes 
which we happen to have. We perceive 
them just as we may perceive mathematical 
truth, and they are independent of us and 
exist whether we will or not. They have 
objective validity. Now these ideals are 
directly bound up with our thoughts of God. 
They are like the woof with which the whole 
web of rational experience is shot, and which 
could not be removed without destroying the 
whole. In them our consciousness rises to its 
highest, and they proclaim that the God whom 
we believe to be power and wisdom is also to 
be recognized as good. That is a very brief 
summary of a mighty theme, but if it may be 
taken for granted that we are sure, not only 
of our own existence, but of a God who makes 
the world and who speaks to us in conscience, 
we have already got a very long way. Great 
difficulties of course remain. I have no desire 
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to make light of them, but a man who believes 

in a holy God to whom he is responsible has 

enough faith for the austere religion of duty. 
He who follows that light 


Shall find the toppling crags of Duty scaled 
Are close upon the shining table-lands 
To which our God Himself is Moon and Sun.16 


Yet that way will be hard and rough and 
painful and uncertain. Jesus Christ, if we 
follow Him, will lead us by a path straight, 
direct, and full of joy, and reaching to the very 
heart of God.” 

Let us take His words. 

Is there a line or asyllable that would make 
men worse or do them harm? Has a fault 
been found in them through all these cen- 
turies? We know that the nearer we keep 
to them the higher will our spiritual life rise. 
As we keep close to Him the consciousness of 
the guilt of sin grows more intense and the 
desire for holiness blooms and grows. He 
appeals to all that is best in our nature, and 
it is our truest self which responds to His 
voice. We find, just as S. Peter and the other 
Apostles found, that He really has words which 
quicken and fan the higher life of the soul, 
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lift the burden of sin, and bring us into living 
communion with the unseen. We cannot 
imagine a time in our own experience or in 
that of others when those principles He taught 
could be discarded and left behind as useless 
or obsolete. They shine out towards infinity, 
and will be the master light * of all the pro- 
gress of humanity. 

But behind His words there is Himself. 
He embodies His teaching and is Himself 
His own message. He is moved by none 
of the small ambitions which stir other men. 
He is careless of His own ease and comfort. 
His love is so ample that it flows forth to the 
most degraded and undeserving, and so com- 
plete that He will lay down His life for His 
friends. 

His one purpose in life is to do the will of 
the Father above, and He deliberately pre- 
pares to suffer and to die. He lives in per- 
fect and unbroken communion with the 
Father, and the stainless mirror of His soul, in 
which the Father was always reflected, is 
never dulled by the faintest breath of sin. 
He is meek and lowly of heart, yet He makes 
astounding claims. He exercises the very 
prerogatives of God. He is put to a shameful 
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and ignominious death, and then, in accordance 
with His prediction, as the Apostles knew 
and the Church has ever firmly held, He, 
the very Jesus who had been crucified, ap- 
peared again and again, changed, transfigured, 
glorified,” to His followers, and sent those 
panic-stricken men forth as the undaunted 
missionaries of a world-conquering faith. 

Here is a life intensely and truly human. 
_In Him we see our humanity at its zenith, but 
in Him also we see God uniquely and perfectly 
made manifest. He that has seen Him with 
the insight of faith and love has seen the 
Father (John xtv. 9). He is the expression 
of God for man in all His utter holiness and 
saving grace and boundless love. Here God 
Himself is brought near to man. Jesus is no 
secondary or inferior God, but God was in 
Christ reconciling the world unto Himself 
(2 Cor. v. 19). That was the truth to which 
men clung, and they strove to safeguard it and 
give it intellectual expression in the terms of 
the philosophies of Alexandria or Greece or 
Rome. 

This process is still going on.” What men 
have thought in the past helps but must 
not fetter or limit the thought of the present ; 
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and it may be that the most illuminating com- 
mentary on the Gospel of S. John has yet” to 
be written by some convert in India or the far 
East. Here then is this faith in Christ which 
remains unchanged and unchanging in es- 
sentials, but which must vary in expression™ 
and mode of statement in accordance with 
the progress of living thought through the 
centuries. It has passed into the experience 
of humanity and become the heritage of the 
race, and in it men have lived and died. 
What have been its effects? ‘‘ The tree’s fruit 
is plain.” * 

We may view that effect when seen on the 
scale of world-movements or as exemplified in 
the history of the individual soul. 

The Churches to which S. Paul wrote were 
conscious of a new transforming power which 
had brought them out of darkness into light.™ 

The decaying paganisms of the old world 
were replaced by a veal Live God (Acts xIVv. 15, 
(avra) to whom men could draw near. 
Hope was born. Life became rich, joyous, 
and full of meaning.” 

The other great religions of the world have 
given impressive witness to the deep needs 
and cravings of the human soul, and as the 
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ages pass it becomes more and more plain 
that in Christ all these longings find their full 
satisfaction.” 

The progress of missions in the present day 
shows that the Gospel has a power mighty as 
ever, and adequate to every kind and condition 
of human life. 

The Saints one by one give their testimony. 
Listen to the aged Polycarp: ‘‘ Fourscore and 
six years have I been His servant and He 
hath done me no wrong ”.” 

In Christ the clouds and darkness in the 
passionate heart of the great S. Augustine 
were scattered, and that storm-tossed soul 
passed into liberty and peace.” 

Thomas a Kempis knew that there is no 
other way to life and true inward peace than 
the way of the Holy Cross.” 

The countless tongues of those who have 
been brought out of darkness into light take 
up the triumphant witness and say, “Thou hast 
words of eternal life, and we have believed and 
have come to know that thou art the holy one 
of God”. 

What are we to say of all this volume 
of experience? Does it guarantee its own 
validity ? . Does it prove that the conceptions 
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and ideas on which it is founded are really 
true? . 

Are we to classify all this as only so much 
varied human experience® which must cer- 
tainly be itself accepted as fact, but which 
cannot prove the truths which lie behind ? 

In this matter these religious truths are on 
exactly the same footing as all the rest of our 
knowledge. 

It is only in and through experience that 
we come actually to know anything. Sound 
is something which we know by experience 
and by experience alone. Colour, with all its 
changing hues and glancing lights, is known 
only in experience. Weare fitted to receive 
these impressions, or, if you choose to put it 
so, to perceive these qualities, and we test 
each particular case by the way it fits into and 
agrees with the rest of our experience. 

It is the same with abstract ideas such as 
those of mathematics. We require that they 
should be consistent and accordant with the 
rest of our own experience and of that of other 
men in all the respects in which they can be 
submitted to test. 

So with our moral ideas. These enter into 
human experience. They are not material 
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things. They cannotbe weighed and handled 
and measured, but none the less they are valid 
and true, and we can trust them and act on 
them. They are verified inthe way in which 
practical ideas must be verified, by being 
made the motive of action and by uplifting 
mite. 

So it is also with our religious ideas. These 
are continuous with and of a piece with our 
moral ideas, just as our moral ideas are 
continuous with our other intellectual ideas. 
There is no break, no sudden fault, no point 
at which we may say, Up to here experience is 
trustworthy and valid but beyond this all is 
in doubt. No sufficient reason can be given 
why we should trust our bodily senses and not 
trust our spiritual instincts. If the world of 
experience is an honest and trustworthy world, 
it must be trustworthy in the higher regions as 
much as, and indeed far more than, in the 
lower. Our senses are very liable to err, but 
in spiritual experience we come very near to 
the great realities. 

Now this, of course, does not mean that 
each individual’s ideas about his religious 
experience must necessarily and at once be 
accepted as true. All have some faculty for 
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number, but fifty boys ina class might not all 
get the same answer to a sum. Yet one 
answer would be the right one and the others 
would be wrong, and that right answer would 
be the one which was seen by the trained 
mind to be the true one. 

So too, we must take the experience of the 
best and highest minds. We leave on one 
side what is merely individual or eccentric.” 
We find that, in what we may call the normal 
classical central experience of religious men, 
this faith in Christ produces the fairest flowers 
and fruit. We find it is congruous with the 
deepest convictions and noblest aspirations of 
mankind. This witness has immense weight, 
and this Christian experience does verify the 
faith from which it springs. ‘There is no 
tribunal beyond that of experience, and, if God 
is not revealed in Jesus Christ, ¢hen— 
there is no God to whom we can bow down, 
our rational intelligence is belied, 
our moral consciousness is a delusion, 
all noble enterprise is chilled and paralysed, 
religion becomes an empty dream, 
and life, with its suffering and its sin, 
with its hopes and aspirations, 
with its love and with its faith, 
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is meaningless and unintelligible 
as an idiot’s scrawl.™ 

The question is, Will you trust and follow 
this Master? Do not let the clouds of mental 
doubt paralyse your will, or silence your con- 
science. 

Be true to the highest you know. 

Come near to the God of power, of wisdom, 
and of love in Jesus Christ. He is better 
sought in prayer than in disputation.* Com- 
pany with Jesus, and like S. Peter you will 
say, ‘‘ Lord, to whom shall we go away? 
Thou hast words of eternal life, and we have 
believed and have come to know that Thou 


art the Holy One of God”’. 
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